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Book Reviews

Lizzie Borden on Trial: Murder, Ethnicity, and Gender. By Joseph A.
Conforti. Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2015. 256 pages. $19.95
(paperback).
Most Americans are familiar with
the popular children’s rhyme about the
accused Massachusetts woman Lizzie
Borden and the 40, and subsequent
41, whacks she supposedly inflicted
on her parents during their violent
assassinations in the family home.
However, few people know much
about the actual history behind the
Borden story. Over generations,
popular depictions in literature, film,
and television have skewed the details.
In Lizzie Borden on Trial: Murder,
Ethnicity, and Gender, scholar Joseph
Conforti provides a new perspective
on the deaths of the Borden couple
and an innovative look into why jurors
acquitted Lizzie of killing her parents.
Conforti argues that ethnicity, class,
and gender not only fueled the tensions in the Borden household that spurred
the murders but also shaped the circumstances leading to Lizzie’s freedom
after she was tried for the crimes. Conforti contends that Lizzie Borden’s
exoneration was the result of her and her defense team’s ability to play on
the Victorian notions of gender difference and her reputation as a respectable
upper-class woman, as well as efforts to manipulate the media and ethnic and
class connections within the community to generate support. At the heart
of the book is legal evidence pertaining to the town, investigation, inquest,
and the trials and materials gleaned from various local, state, and national
newspapers. Given his attention to the nineteenth-century backdrop in
which the crimes occurred, Conforti’s work is as much a legal and criminal
history as it is a social and cultural history.
Conforti is uniquely qualified to write about the Borden case because
he is from Fall River, Massachusetts, where Lizzie’s parents lived and died.
Well acquainted with the area and the local past, Conforti opens with a
description of what the town was like leading up to the Borden murders in
1892. He argues that during the Gilded Age, the community increasingly
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split along class lines. The upper classes lived in an area above the rivers
and the coast known as “The Hill,” while the working classes lived near the
centers of industrial production below. By the turn of the twentieth century,
Fall River, once dominated by British or native-born white Protestants,
was undergoing a dramatic demographic change because of the Industrial
Revolution. Immigrants flooded in for work in the textile mills and factories.
To the displeasure of the local elite, Fall River had swelling populations
of Irish, French Canadians, and Portuguese. Irish Catholics, in particular,
found themselves at odds with the indigenous Protestants over the higherranking jobs in politics and law enforcement. Racial and ethnic tensions in
Fall River are evident throughout Conforti’s text, and the author stresses that
the division between different groups in the town shaped the responses to the
Borden murders.
As Conforti suggests, in the growing Massachusetts community, Lizzie’s
family held a prominent position. Lizzie’s ancestors were among the town’s
founding families. Having settled in the area as early as the 1630s, they
were part of the faction of native-born elite seeking to maintain power over
the immigrant masses and prospering off the work of laborers in the textile
industries. Lizzie’s father, Andrew, known for being wealthy yet stingy with
his money, had earned his income over time through his investments in the
town’s cotton mills, banks, and various rental properties. People viewed
Andrew as stern, distant, and frosty. His choice of home is revealing of his
personality. Although the Bordens could have easily afforded a house on “The
Hill,” where the other members of the upper crust lived, much to his family’s
dismay, Andrew preferred for the Bordens to live near the business district
so that he could readily monitor his various commercial ventures as he aged.
As Conforti contends, the dynamics both within the Borden family and
between the Bordens and the local community were complex. Lizzie had
difficulty fitting in and was known for being moody from a young age. In her
early thirties, she lived in her father’s home with her sister, Emma, and her
stepmother, Abby. Compared to the other women of her economic standing,
Lizzie had little education and remained unmarried alongside her older sister,
who largely raised her after their biological mother died. When not at home
tending to family duties, Lizzie worked to cultivate a respectable public
image through religious instruction, but at the time of the murders, she had
only recently become engaged in this position. She found her spirituality
later in life. According to Conforti, neither Lizzie nor Emma was ever close
to Abby. In fact, it seems that they viewed her as competition for their father’s
wealth and inheritance. Lizzie and Emma battled with Andrew for a greater
allowance, which disrupted the family dynamic. Lizzie, in particular, was
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discontented with her circumstances, aspiring to live a life of luxury on “The
Hill,” and she allegedly spoke about it to relatives and friends.
Andrew and Abby Borden also had a thorny relationship, which
soured their home. First, their marriage was more about practicality than
romantic love. By the time that Andrew was ready to take a second wife,
he realized he needed another hand around the house and a set of eyes to
watch his daughters. Although Andrew provided for Abby, he remained the
quintessential patriarch, controlling the money given to his wife and his
daughters, thereby limiting their purchases, lifestyle, and activities. Andrew
monitored Abby’s tight allowance, from which she not only had to care for
herself but also pay for items and services to maintain the household. For
example, when Andrew was not willing to give their Irish maid, Bridget,
a raise, sources suggest Abby might have had to turn over another portion
of her limited funds to prevent Bridget from leaving. Although their home
was generally clean and orderly, and Bridget’s aid lessened Abby’s chores,
Andrew did not invest in many comforts. The Borden house lacked modern
furnishings and plumbing, and the family sustained themselves on meager
rations such as day-old food that sometimes led to sickness.
Amid this tension-filled home, the culture of displeasure, and the
backdrop of the rapidly changing town, the murder of Abby and Andrew
Borden, widely considered New England’s “crime of the century,” occurred.
On August 4, 1892, in the upstairs guest room of the Borden house, someone
attacked Abby from behind with a bladed weapon such as a hatchet or an axe,
striking her nineteen times. Later that day, they then assaulted Andrew on
an antique sofa in a downstairs room in a similar manner, hitting him in the
face with the sharp object ten times. Lizzie was the first to find the bodies,
alert Bridget, and call the doctor. However, her parents were dead. Her sister
Emma was out of town, and their visiting uncle, John V. Morse, was gone
as well. When questioned by police, Lizzie contended that she had come
from the family’s barn to find the bodies of her father and stepmother and
did not see or hear anything suspicious. However, investigators discovered
no footsteps on the dusty barn floor. Inconsistencies in her story, the alleged
improbability of her alibi, her comportment during the investigation, and her
controversial actions, such as burning a dress, led Lizzie to be charged with
her parents’ murders. She spent ten months in jail while awaiting various
stages in her legal proceedings.
Conforti argues that many convoluted and often overlooked factors shaped
the investigation and the trials. From the beginning, the legal proceedings
surrounding the Borden case were problematic and unprofessional, and
according to standards today, not fully ethical. Evidence was mishandled,
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and personal and professional bias and relationships hindered a just case.
The prosecutor doubted he could get a conviction. Lizzie had the support
of the judge, the jury, and the upper classes in the community because
she was a native-born, wealthy, white woman. Her defense team was well
acquainted with the judge. Her jury was almost entirely composed of
native-born Protestants, with only one Irish Catholic—a second-generation
immigrant. Language barriers excluded many people among the lower classes
from participation. Conforti argues that Lizzie’s allies pushed hard for her
release, seeking to protect one of their own from prison, and thus, helping to
maintain, in some small way, supremacy in the New England town, where
Protestant whites were losing power to new bodies of immigrants.
Conforti further argues that once on trial, Lizzie and her defense team
carefully manicured her public image to the jury, judge, and media in a
manner that would make her seem guiltless. Conforti suggests that Lizzie
was a talented actress with a flair for theatrics, apparent during the trial.
She tried hard to emphasize through her physical appearance and responses
that she was a respectable Victorian woman who embodied dignity, delicacy,
and morality. For example, while police officers described Lizzie as behaving
coldly and bizarrely in the immediate aftermath of the crimes, when brought
into court at key moments, such as when authorities presented the bashedin skulls of her parents as evidence, she became notably distressed at the
right moments. Her defense underscored her efforts to appear as a harmless,
young, and innocent woman by referring to her as only a “girl.” The goal
was to make it seem impossible that a woman, especially one bearing Lizzie’s
characteristics, could be responsible for such vicious crimes.
The media and press coverage helped to shape the narrative and memory
surrounding the Borden case. Depending on their perspective or political
alignment, the newspapers, publications, and activists portrayed Lizzie as
either a cold-blooded killer or a victim of an unfair judicial system, botched
investigation, and rampant, gender-based oppression. Outraged at the charges
against one of their comrades, for example, female reformers from groups
such as the Women’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), of which Lizzie
was a supporter, endorsed her throughout the proceedings. The WCTU was
hostile toward immigrants because of their alcohol consumption, skeptical
of the Irish Catholic police force, and hoping to preserve the freedom of one
of their own upper-class, Protestant sisters, as were the other elite parties
involved. WCTU representatives argued for Lizzie’s innocence, as did many
women’s rights activists such as suffragists. The suffragists argued that the
real problem with the trial and investigation was that men dominated both.
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Men never treated women fairly or adequately served their interests in the
courts.
Ultimately, there was not enough evidence for the jury to connect Lizzie
to the crimes. With only one small blood spot on a garment turned over to the
police, no eyewitnesses, no clear murder weapon, a lot of conflicting hearsay,
and pressure from the community’s elite to release her, the prosecution’s efforts
to pin the murders on Lizzie faced insurmountable challenges. Authorities
acquitted her of the charges and released her from custody. Although Lizzie
was freed, after the trial, she faced a difficult life in Fall River. Lizzie and her
sister moved to “The Hill” area where they had aspired to live and bought
a home that they called “Maplecroft.” However, many local women did not
accept her back into the community or church. She created too much of a
spectacle if she attended services or went out in public. Children constantly
vandalized her home, and an ostracized Lizzie spent most of her days in
solitude with her dogs, bird watching, feeding squirrels, or reading. When
she traveled, her driver took her out with the curtains drawn.
Later in life, Lizzie made friends among people involved in the theater and
the arts, which Conforti argues possibly attracted her because of the dramatic
elements of her own life and trials. She angered her sister by throwing lavish
parties to entertain her new friends, and Emma subsequently moved away
and into her own house in New Hampshire. Lizzie died on June 1, 1927, at
age sixty-seven, and her sister died nine days later. After reading the book,
although it is clear that Conforti believes Lizzie was guilty, he never states it
directly, leaving the reader to decide.
Overall, Conforti does an effective job of complicating the traditional
interpretations of the Borden case and humanizing Lizzie. He shows that
although troubled, Lizzie was not completely deviant or unreasonable, but
rather, a complex person, struggling in a difficult environment. As Conforti
suggests, it is possible that Lizzie suffered from mental illness, particularly
a dissociative personality that could have made it difficult for her to be
fully cognizant of her actions. He also points to allegations that Lizzie had
kleptomania, and her father covered up her stealing from her family and local
shops. During the nineteenth century, some people viewed female thieves as
suffering from a mental disorder that caused them to have impulse control
problems rather than an actual criminal nature. Conforti further mentions
that Lizzie’s bizarre responses and strange behaviors during the investigation
again could have been related to her mental health—the result of prescribed
drugs, particularly morphine, to deal with anxiety and sleeplessness.
Throughout his text, Conforti is thorough in his explanations of how
ethnicity and class influenced the case, but he could have further unpacked
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gender and sexuality. Lizzie strove to appear as the ideal Victorian woman,
but she remained single, unusual for someone of her background. Conforti
mentions that choosing to remain unmarried was increasingly common
among upper- and middle-class, college-educated women by the beginning of
the twentieth century, but Lizzie did not fall into this category. She dropped
out of school at an early age. Conforti could have probed Lizzie’s spinsterhood
in greater depth, as connected to the hostilities in her family and murders
of her parents. Lizzie’s father was elderly and rich, yet miserly. She and her
sister remained dependent on him for their livelihood and subsequently at
odds with their stepmother over inheritance at a time when most women of
her background would be reliant on their husband for support, lessening the
need for their father’s fortune. Single status, gender bias in the larger society,
and an inability to provide for oneself put Lizzie (and her sister) in a difficult
position. Conforti could have made even more out of this point.
Additionally, one new theory regarding the Borden case that Conforti
does not really touch on but that has been perpetuated recently by popular
depictions of the crimes relates to Lizzie’s sexuality. It suggests that Lizzie
might have attacked her disapproving parents after they supposedly responded
negatively to discovering her alleged sexual affairs with female friends.
Although this might be creative fiction, and some people may not have taken
any such liaisons seriously even if they happened because of the period’s
nonchalant attitudes toward same-sex relations, especially among women,
if Lizzie’s parents, in particular, did find out about any controversial sexual
affairs, they might have disapproved. Conforti notes that Lizzie’s father had a
strict way about him and came from a line of conservative Puritan ancestors.
Lizzie also was involved with the religious education at church, an institution
unlikely to be supportive of a promiscuous female instructor. Further, she
grew up in a transitional moment, a meeting of old and new, in which some
Americans, especially those from families with traditional dynamics like the
Bordens, may still have been skeptical of any type of non-procreative sex
or intimate sexual experimentation without official, lawful commitment,
particularly those incidents occurring outside of a “respectable” heterosexual
marriage. Thus, a greater discussion of gender and sexuality would have
strengthened an already-intriguing book.
Conforti’s text advances the historiography of the Borden murders by
providing a nuanced explanation for Lizzie’s acquittal, a sounder context for
the circumstances leading to the crimes, and a deeper glimpse into the world
in which they occurred. In doing so, the author successfully complicates
popular narratives of the Borden murders by placing the case in the larger
history of the nineteenth century and considering how ethnicity, gender, and
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class influenced the tragic events. His text is an important resource for legal,
social, or cultural scholars, or scholars of crime and punishment hoping to
learn more about the Borden murders from an academic perspective. The
book’s fluidity and readability would also make it easy to understand for
undergraduates in an introductory-level history course.
Kelly Marino is Visiting Assistant Professor of History and Women, Gender, and
Sexuality Studies at Central Connecticut State University.
Sightseeking: Clues to the Landscape History of New
England. By Christopher J. Lenney. Lebanon, NH: University of
New Hampshire / University Press of New England, 2003. 359 pages.
$35.00 (hardcover).
The term “reading the landscape”
often refers to studying the current
natural features of a property
in order to understand its past.
In Sightseeking, author Christopher
J. Lenney instead analyzes evidence
of civilization that surrounds us. He
selects six vernacular artifacts that
can be nearly invisible to us: place
names, boundaries, town plans,
roads, residential architecture, and
gravestones. For each category, he
reflects upon its origins and the
traditions of the region’s first settlers.
Then he advances well beyond these
starting points, both geographically
and historically, stopping only when
he reaches the second half of the
19th century. Even within these selfprescribed limits, his six-state project
is, indeed, an ambitious one.
This vast an undertaking requires a solid foundation from which to begin.
Here Lenney uses work from the late 1930s and early 1940s: the Linguistic
Atlas of New England (LANE) and its Handbook of the Linguistic Geography
of New England, as edited by Hans Kurath. Lenney contends that the
connections made between the settlers’ paths and their speech and dialects
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